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"I  was  constrained  to  write  unto  you  exhorting  you  to  contend  earnestly  for  the 
faith  which  was  once  for  all  delieverd  to  the  saints."  Jude  3.  (ASV.) 

"Stand  fast  therefore  in  the  Liberty  wherewith  Christ  hath  made  us  free,  and  be 
not  entangled  again  with  the  yoke  of  bondage."  Galaians  5:1  (A.V.) 


The  New  Look  of  the 

Mythical  Approach 

By  the  water  that  has  flowed  under  the 
bridge  during  the  past  few  years,  many  in- 
cidents have  been  brought  to  the  surface 
which  reveal  radical  thinking  upon  the  part 
of  some  Southern  Baptist  professors,  and 
which  have  resulted  in  rather  disastrous 
consequences  for  some — as  with  Professors 
Clark  and  Elliott.  It  would  be  expected 
then,  if  Dr.  Rust  has  not  changed  his  basic 
position,  that  his  position  would  be  pre- 
sented more  cautiously  than  before  (espe- 
cially in  what  is  a  book  presented  to  the 
public  in  this  country,  instead  of  in  a  peri- 
odical of  limited  circulation  or  in  a  book 
published  in  Europe).  And  what  we  would 
expect  is  what  he  has  given  us.  In  fact,  it 
would  seem  that  this  book  is  what  he  would 
offer  as  a  definitive  statement  of  his  posi- 
tion against  the  attacks  that  have  been  made 
against  him. 

In  reproducing  in  this  book  several  state- 
ments from  his  earlier  writings,  enough 
change  has  been  made  to  dull  the  edge  of 
certain  points  that  had  made  sharp  thrusts 
against  traditional  Southern  Baptist  —  and 
Christian  —  doctrine.  To  one  familiar  with 
his  previous  writings  which  have  been  under 
criticism,  certain  very  emphatic  statements 
are  conspicuous  for  their  absence  in  the 
new  book.  The  most  noticeable  change  in 
his  position  is  his  preference  of  a  term 
other  than  "my^h''  with  which  his  position 
had  been  identified  in  the  criticisms  made 
against  it.  Although  he  finds  the  word 
**myth"  of  value,  he  feels  that  it  is  "unfor- 
tunate" that  this  word  has  carried  a  '*mis- 


leading  connotation"  (p.  36) .  Therefore  he 
says  that,  because  of  certain  considerations, 
'Ve  propose  to  employ  the  term  'historical 
image'  "  (p.  39).  Thus  for  example,  where 
he  had  written  in  The  Journal  of  Bible  and 
Religion,  that  '*the  biblical  myths  are  inti- 
mately related  sets  of  symbols,"  he  now 
writes  that  ''the  biblical  historical  images 
are  intimately  related  sets  of  symbols"  (p. 
46,  emphasis  supplied) .  The  real  question, 
of  course,  is  whether,  despite  a  change  in 
the  label,  the  poison  is  still  in  the  bottle. 
And  with  this  question  we  shall  deal  pres- 
ently. 

What  Did  the  Bible  Mean? 

But  first,  it  is  to  be  noted  that  there  does 
seem  to  be  some  change  in  his  position  on 
one  point.  Earlier  he  had  written,  in  The 
Journal  of  Bible  and  Religion,  in  speaking 
of  "the  biblical  myths,"  that  "we  are  not 
forced  to  take  myths  literally  jmt  because 
those  who  formulated  them  did  do.  What, 
at  their  stage,  had  literal  meaning,  could, 
in  God's  good  providence,  veil  a  deeper  and 
more  symbolic  meaning  which  has  been 
grasped  by  us."  In  this  statement.  Dr.  Rust 
seems  to  make  it  very  clear  that  the  biblical 
writers  did  regard  as  literally  true  certain 
things  which  he  himself  regards  as  "myth ;" 
and  in  taking  this  position  he  is  put  squarely 
opposite  to  the  very  first  article  of  faith  in 
the  Abstract  of  Principles  (which  he  signed 
upon  assuming  professorship  at  Southern 
Serainai^T),  which  declares:  "The  Scrip- 
tures of  the  Old  and  New  Testaments  were 
given  by  inspiration  of  God,  and  are  the 
only  sufficient,  certain  and  authoritative 
rule  of  all  saving  knowledge,  faith  and  obe- 
dience.'' Now  he  writes:  "It  is  probably 
true  that,  at  the  time  of  the  biblical  revela- 
tion, some  of  the  insights  of  the  biblical 
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imagery  ire  i-t  take  n  lite  roll ij.  But  if  we  be- 
lieve in  the  dynamic  nature  of  revelation 
and  the  mystery  of  God's  hiddenness  in  his 
unveiling,  we  are  not  forced  to  take  the  his- 
torical images  literally  simply  because  those 
who  formulated  them  did  so  —  although  the 
latter  ivouM  he  a  highly  disputable  judg- 
ment" (pp.  46-47,  emphasis  supplied) .  This 
modification  of  position  may  be  viewed  in 
reference  to  his  ascription  to  the  Abstract 
of  Principles  thus:  although  he  affirms,  on 
the  one  hand,  that  the  Bible  is  his  "only'" 
authority,  yet  he  claims,  on  the  other  hand, 
that  it  is  "probably  true"  that  he  has  a 
knowledge  enabling  him  to  reject  the  in- 
tended meaning  of  "some"  of  the  doctrines 
of  the  Bible  !  —  and  the  whole  context  of  his 
cliscussio'n  relates  to  the  pivotal  doctrines 
of  the  Bible. 

The  "Inner  Meaning'^ 

It  should  be  clear,  from  what  has  al- 
ready been  quoted,  that  Dr.  Paist  retains 
his  earlier  position  that  the  "mythical"  lan- 
guage of  the  Bible  (now  termed  the  lan- 
guage of  "historical  images")  is  that  which 
is  not  ''literally"  true.  He  develops  this 
position  by  explaining  that  such  language 
deals  with  the  "inner  meaning  "  of  the 
events  of  biblical  history. 

He  says  that  the  "biblical  historical 
images  are  concerned  .  .  .  /lot  with  (that) 
. . .  with  which  science  deals"  (p.  43.  empha- 
sis supplied).  ''Thus  biblical  historical 
images  point  to  the  transcendent  realm  of 
being,  to  the  transhistorical  .  .  .  Events  in 
history  have  their  inner  meaning  expressed 
in  the  divinely  given  images  and  symbols" 
(p.  43,  emphasis  supphed).  This  language 
of  the  Bible  is  like  that  of  "all  the  religions 
of  the  world,"  which  "have  myths  in  which 
significant  images  are  borrowed  from  the 
natural  and  human  realms  to  describe  the 
life,  activity,  and  nature  of  the  invisible 
order"  (p.  34.  emphasis  supplied). 

It  is  true,  as  Dr.  Rust  asserts,  that  even 
in  the  revealed  religion  of  the  Bible,  God  is 
described  in  a  "figtirative  and  symbolic" 
manner  in  that  He  is  "envisaged  in  images 
borrowed  from  the  visible  at  the  natural  and 
historical  level" :  thus  He  is  pictured  as 
"father,"   "husband,"   "king,"  "warrior," 


and  "judge"  (p.  35).  Indeed,  the  Bible 
abounds  in  such  figurative  speech  to  depict 
that  which  lies  beyond  human  experience. 
When  we  speak  of  the  "ear"  of  God  as 
"hearing"  our  prayer,  we  do  not  intend  to 
ascribe  to  Him  an  auditory  system  like  ours. 
And  when  we  speak  of  His  "hand."  we  do 
not  mean  that  He  actually  has  fingers  and 
finger-nails.  We  are  simply  describing  in 
terms  of  our  o\\ti  experience  that  which  lies 
beyond  the  area  of  our  physical  observation. 

Btit  what  about  those  events  of  which 
the  Bible  speaks  where  God  is  said  to  have 
entered  into  the  o.rea  o'  h/n.rnan.  e jrijer-ie rice  ? 
When  the  Bible  says  that  "God  sen:  His 
Son."  the  reference  is  to  something  beyoaid 
human  experience.  But  when  the  Bible  goes 
on  to  say  that  this  Son  was  born  "of  a  v/om- 
an."  is  not  this  event  to  be  understood  as  lit- 
erally as  the  report  of  a  birth  in  the  daily 
papers?  And,  to  go  one  step  further,  when 
Matthew  and  Ltike  state  that  Jesus  was  born 
not  simply  "of  a  woman"  but  "of  a  virgin." 
is  not  this  statement  to  be  taken  literally? 
Why.  then,  must  Dr.  Paist  speak  abotit  such 
a  statement's  involving  us  in  "historical 
imagery"  (p.  41)  ? 

Now  Dr.  Rust  does  insist  that  the  "his- 
torical images"  of  the  Bible  are  not  purely 
s\TnboIical  or  imaginary.  These  "images" 
are  ''historical  images"  because  they  de- 
scribe that  which  has  some  kind  of  connec- 
tion with  history  —  with  that  which  actu- 
ally happened.  However,  the  biblical 
"myths,"  or  "images."  do  ncr  describe  what 
actually  happened,  but  only  the  "inner 
meaning"  of  what  actually  happened.  Thus 
the  "historical  images"  of  the  Bible,  while 
resembling  the  pagan  m^ths.  are  yet  quite 
different.  Although  these  biblical  images 
are  "poetical"  and  "s>Tnbolic."  yet  they  "are 
bound  up  with  historical  actuality  as  those 
of  the  pagan  religions  are  not"  ( p.  35)  ;  for 
these  biblical  images  "give  the  i'lnfr  mean- 
ing of  actual  historical  events"  (p.  35.  em- 
phasis -upplied) . 

Theological  Legerdemain 

We  do  not  doubt  that  many  will  get  the 
impression  that  Dr.  Rust  is,  after  aU.  pre- 
sennng  what  is  essentially  the  historic 
Christian  position.   It  may  easily  be  con- 
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eluded  that  what  is  denied  to  be  of  ''literal" 
meaning  does  not  really  have  to  do  with 
the  basic  content  of  the  biblical  doctrines, 
and  that  what  he  has  called  in  question  is 
but  secondary.  In  addition  to  what  has  al- 
ready been  said  as  to  his  ''toning  down"  of 
certain  features  of  his  previous  presenta- 
tion, it  is  to  be  noted  in  this  connection  that 
he  is  much  less  explicit  as  to  what  miracles 
are  to  be  rejected.  Thus  he  writes:  "It  is 
true  that  occasionally  in  the  Synoptic  tradi- 
tions the  historical  actuality  seems  to  be 
overlaid  by  its  inner  meaning.  The  Christ 
of  faith  is  so  emphasized  that  it  is  difficult 
to  determine  some  of  the  details  of  the  his- 
torical event  that  veiled  him.  .  .  .  This  may 
have  happened  in  some  miracle  stories" 
(pp.  55-56,  emphasis  supplied) . 

We  believe,  however,  that  the  more  one 
reads  this  book,  trying  to  get  at  just  what  is 
being  said,  the  more  uncertain  he  will  be- 
come as  to  how  much  of  the  Bible  is  being 
retained  as  "historical  actuality''  and  how 
much  is  being  cast  aside  as  "historical 
imagery '*  The  hand  may  be  quicker  than 
the  eye;  but  many  things  that  we  did  not 
observe  the  first  time  we  saw  Blackstone 
perform  were  rather  evident  upon  witness- 
ing his  performance  the  second  or  third 
time.  Just  as  the  girl  that  we  thought  was 
in  the  box  was  able  to  make  her  exit  amid 
skillful  stage  diversion,  so  the  essential  con- 
tent of  doctrine  has  been  removed  under 
cover  of  the  "historical  imagery." 

Since  Dr.  Rust  only  briefly  mentions  the 
Virgin  Birth  in  his  latest  book,  we  shall  de- 
vote our  attention  to  the  Resurrection, 
which  he  discusses  rather  extensively,  and 
also  to  the  Ascension,  which  is  particularly 
presented  so  as  to  make  his  position  very 
clear. 

Doubts  as  to  the  Resurrection 

Certainly,  if  anything  is  of  pivotal  im- 
portance in  the  New  Testament,  it  is 
Christ's  Resurrection,  without  which  our 
faith  would  be  in  vain  and  we  would  be 
without  redemption  (I  Cor.  15-17).  Having 
been  criticized  for  his  previous  statements 
as  to  the  historicity  of  the  Resurrection,  Dr. 
Rust  evidently  is  especially  concerned  with 
his  presentation  of  this  matter.  "The  his- 
toricity of  the  resurrection,  in  particular"  he 


writes,  "is  crucial  for  an  understanding  of 
the  revelation"  (p.  48) .  He  would  evidently 
want  to  be  understood  as  repudiating  the 
old  liberal  view  of  a  mere  "spiritual"  resur- 
rection :  for  he  speaks  of  the  "empty  tomb" 
as  "historical  actuality,"  and  of  "a  bodily, 
and  even  a  physical  resurrection,"  and  criti- 
cizes the  notion  that  the  appearances  of  the 
Risen  Christ  were  "visions." 

But  in  reading  his  extended  comments 
on  the  historicity  of  the  resurrection,  we 
must  not  forget  what  he  has  to  say  else- 
where in  the  book  concerning  the  principle 
of  "myth,"  or  "historical  imagery,"  in  ref- 
erence to  the  Resurrection  and  certain  other 
biblical  events.  In  looking  at  the  right  hand 
that  waves  the  wand,  we  must  not  divert 
our  attention  from  the  left  that  holds  the 
handkerchief.  The  "mythical"  principle  has 
not  been  departed  from  in  his  extended  pres- 
entation of  the  "historical  actuality"  of  the 
Resurrection,  but  rather  provides  the  key 
for  understanding  this  presentation. 

From  even  a  cursory  reading,  question 
marks  will  appear.  We  read  that  "the  resur- 
rection in  some  historical  form"  is  the  pre- 
supposition of  the  New  Testament  faith  (p. 
76).  But  in  what  kind  of  historical  form? 
This  event  must  be  "in  some  sense,  histori- 
cal" (p.  221) .  But  in  what  sense?  In  speak- 
ing of  the  "historical  actuality"  of  the  Vir- 
gin Birth  and  Resurrection,  he  states:  "His- 
torical actuality  as  such  must  not  be  con- 
fused with  pure  symbolism  even  though  the 
interpretation  of  it  may  involve  us  in  his- 
torical imagery''  (p.  41,  emphasis  supplied) . 
But  to  what  extent  does  this  "historical 
imagery"  (that  is  to  say,  this  language  that 
is  not  literally  true)  affect  our  understand- 
ing of  what  actually  occurred? 

Dr.  Rust  emphatically  affirms  that  the 
New  Testament  reports  that  Jesus'  tomb 
was  empty  (p.  77),  and  he  accepts  what  is 
reported.  But  is  this  report  of  the  nature 
of  those  "images  and  symbols"  that  give  the 
"inner  meaning"  (p.  43)  of  events  in  his- 
tory and  not  a  direct  account  of  those  events 
themselves?  In  other  v/ords,  is  the  New 
Testament's  report  here  accepted,  but  ac- 
cepted as  a  mythical  statement  and  not  as  a 
statement  of  literal  truth  ?  In  behalf  of  Dr. 
Rust,  it  might  be  replied  that  he  explains  his 
acceptance  of  the  New  Testament's  report 
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as  meaning  that  this  report  is  of  '^historical 
actuahty"  (p.  77).  But  then  he  might  be 
asked,  To  what  extent  does  our  under- 
standing of  this  "historical  actuality"  in- 
volve us  in  ''historical  imagery"?  In  other 
words,  while  the  New  Testament  reports 
that  the  tomb  was  empty,  and  while  this  re- 
port was  based  on  something  that  actually 
happened,  are  we  still  not  left  wondering 
just  what  is  the  connection  between  the  re- 
port and  the  happening — wondering  wheth- 
er what  is  said  to  have  happened  is  literally 
true  or  not? 

We  shall  not  press  the  point.  We  are 
willing  to  concede  that  Dr.  Rust  does  accept 
the  fact  of  the  empty  tomb  literally.  But  it 
is  very  difficult  to  say  just  how  far  he  would 
go  beyond  this  acceptance.  As  he  points  out, 
even  the  Jews  who  rejected  Christ  apparent- 
ly accepted  the  fact  of  the  empty  tomb, 
claiming  that  the  disciples  had  stolen  the 
body  away.  That  is,  the  mere  fact  of  the 
empty  tomb  itself  does  not  substantiate  the 
Christian  religion:  indeed,  those  who  first 
found  the  tomb  empty  felt  even  greater  de- 
spair (John  20:2).  Of  course.  Dr.  Rust 
speaks  of  the  empty  tomb  as  an  attestation 
of  the  Resurrection;  but  our  contention  is 
that  his  approach  leaves  us  in  doubt  as  to 
just  how  the  empty  tomb  is  related  to  the 
Resurrection.  His  acceptance  of  the  fact 
of  the  empty  tomb  is  about  as  far  as  he  goes, 
in  so  far  as  explaining  what  literally 
occurred. 

There  were,  to  be  sure,  appearances  — 
even  "visible  appearances"  —  of  the  risen 
Lord  (p.  77).  He  rejects  the  theories  that 
these  appearances  were  "visions"  (pp.  79- 
81).  He  discusses  the  explanation  that 
Jesus  was  "raised  in  his  physical  body"  (p. 
81),  but  apparently  prefers  instead  the  ex- 
planation that  He  "was  mysteriously  and 
miraculously  raised  in  a  transfigured  and 
transformed  body"  —  a  body  "continuous 
in  some  mysterious  way  with  the  physical 
body  that  was  buried"  (p.  82).  Thus  "we 
must  still  hold  to  a  historical,  a  bodily,  and 
even  a  physical  resurrection,  without  being 
crudely  materiaV  (p.  83,  emphasis  sup- 
plied) .  But  what  is  this  element  in  the  con- 
cept of  the  Resurrection  that  would  consti- 
tute the  event  as  "crudely  material"  and 
thus  is  to  be  rejected?  And  so,  even  after 
all  that  has  been  said  about  "historical  actu- 


ahty," we  begin  to  wonder  if  the  mythologi- 
cal rabbit  is  still  in  the  hat.  We  note  that  he 
stresses  that  the  Resurrection  appearances 
were  "appearances  only  to  believers"  (p. 
78).  Could  it  be  that  the  reports  of  these 
appearances  are  "images"  that  are  "not .  .  . 
concerned  with  the  aspects  of  nature  and 
cosmology  with  which  science  deals"  (p.  44) 
—  that  they  are  not  hterally  relating  actual 
physical  occurrences?  As  we  go  on  and 
read  we  actually  see  the  rabbit  in  the  hat: 
in  discussing  the  events  of  the  Resurrection 
episode,  he  states,  "Actually  the  events, 
apart  from  the  empty  tomb,  are  inner  and 
private  events.  They  belong  to  the  inner 
side  of  history,  to  its  invisible  side  which  is 
grounded  in  the  acts  and  intention  of  God. 
They  are  testified  to  by  the  experience  of 
the  witnesses ;  but  always  we  find  in  history 
the  effects  of  the  events  and  not  the  events 
themselves"  (p.  223).  The  literal  accept- 
ance of  the  empty  tomb,  then,  stands  in  con- 
trast to  the  acceptance  of  all  else,  and  all 
else  becomes  "historical  imagery" — the  new 
name  for  "myth." 

The  Ascension; 

Glorified  ^Tolitics'M 

Dr.  Rust's  remarks  on  Christ's  Ascen- 
sion are  very  clear,  throwing  considerable 
light  on  just  what  his  mythical  approach 
involves. 

The  New  Testament's  account  of  Jesus' 
Ascension  is  taken  as  simply  a  picturesque 
way  of  describing  the  dignity  to  which  He 
attained.  While  not  literally  true,  it  is  "per- 
manent historical  imagery"  and  thus  "is 
deeply  true  and  conveys  symbohcally  and 
dynamically,  in  the  form  of  a  dynamic 
image,  that  the  exalted  Christ  is  a  spiritual 
reality  and  a  potent  force  in  history"  (p. 
42) .  "As  Alan  Richardson  has  pointed  out," 
Dr.  Rust  writes,  "Luke  is  using  the  histori- 
cal 'to  convey  the  truth  of  history  by  means 
of  an  imaginative  reconstruction  of  histori- 
cal happenings'  "  (p.  223). 

Christ's  Ascension,  if  you  please,  was 
not  an  ascension  in  space  but  in  political 
power!  Dr.  Rust  explains : 

"The  ascension  does  not  spiritually 
and  theologically  mean  a  translation  in 
space.  It  means  a  change  in  the  mode 
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of  existence.  This  is  symbolized  in  the 
cloud  which  receives  Christ  out  of  the 
sight  of  the  disciples,  for  the  cloud  in 
biblical  thought  veils  the  presence  of 
God's  glory.  The  Lord  has  moved  from 
the  state  of  humiliated  and  crucified 
Servant-Son  to  that  of  victorious  Lord, 
to  share  in  the  power  and  glory  of  God 
(cf.  Phil.  2:9ff.)  As  Ch.  Biber  has 
written:  The  ascension  expresses  a 
real  assumption  of  power,  not  a  miracu- 
lous journey  . .  .  the  words  '*He  ascended 
into  heaven"  express  a  political  rather 
than  a  meterological  ascent  (W.  Visch- 
er) ,  for  heaven  is  the  place  where  God 
reigns  and  which  will  always  be  higher 
than  any  human  authority'  "  (pp.  224- 
225,  emphasis  supplied) . 

Thus  we  are  to  understand  what  is  said  of 
Christ  as  similar  to  what  is  meant  when  we 
speak  of  a  politician's  ''rise"  in  power! 

In  this  discussion,  in  which  he  acknowl- 
edges his  indebtedness  to  the  "stimulating" 
and  "excellent"  studies  of  certain  other 
theologians,  Dr.  Rust  falls  far  below  his 
usual  level  of  scholarship  by  a  rather  fanci- 
ful handling  of  what  is  said  by  St.  Luke,  the 
author  of  Acts.  He  complains  about  the 
"outmoded"  viewpoint  of  representing  Jesus 
as  ascending  into  "heaven;"  for  God,  he  ar- 
gues, is  not  to  be  localized  in  a  place  called 
"heaven."  Thus  the  statement  that  Jesus 
ascended  into  "heaven" — so  Dr.  Rust  rea- 
sons— is  only  Luke's  way  of  saying  that 
Christ  entered  into  the  divine  presence,  and 
we  can  speak  of  such  an  "entrance"  only 
figuratively.  But  the  word  "heaven"  is 
often  used  in  the  Bible  to  mean  the  atmo- 
spheric region  above  us.  Thus  the  Greek 
word  for  "heaven''  is  translated  "air"  in 
Matt.  6  :26  —  "behold  the  fowls  of  the  air." 
That  Luke  is  using  this  same  Greek  word  in 
such  a  sense  is  plain  from  his  account  of  the 
Ascension,  in  Acts  1:9-11,  which  reads  as 
follows  in  the  Revised  Standard  Version : 

"And  when  he  had  said  this,  as  they 
were  looking  on,  he  was  lifted  up,  and  a 
cloud  took  him  out  of  their  sight.  And 
while  they  were  gazing  into  heaven  as  he 
went,  behold,  two  men  stood  by  them  in 
white  robes,  and  said,  'Men  of  Galilee, 
why  do  you  stand  looking  into  heaven? 


This  Jesus,  who  was  taken  up  from  you 
into  heaven,  will  come  in  the  same  way 
as  you  saw  him  go  into  heaven.'  " 

Obviously,  these  men  of  Galilee  were  not 
looking  into  the  throne-room  of  God,  but  up 
into  the  air!  And  this  cloud  was  oiDviously 
up  there  in  the  atmosphere  over-head  — 
where  clouds  usually  are.  On  what  basis  of 
interpretation  of  language  are  we  compelled 
to  regard  this  straight-forward  description 
as  simply  a  mythical  dramatization  of  in- 
expressible theological  profundities? 

Adding  Two  to  One 

Dr.  Rust's  explanation  of  the  Ascension 
— the  mythical  nature  of  which  would  seem 
to  be  clear  beyond  question — has  an  impor- 
tant bearing  on  his  view  of  the  Virgin 
Birth  and  Resurrection.  As  has  been  said, 
his  reference  to  the  Virgin  Birth  is  very 
brief  in  his  latest  book;  and  his  extended 
comments  on  the  Resurrection  are  confus- 
ing. But  at  least  it  is  plain  as  to  how  he 
understands  the  Ascension.  It  is  to  be  noted 
that  in  his  article  in  the  Review  and  Exposi- 
tor (April,  1959),  to  which  we  have  previ- 
ously referred,  he  places  our  understanding 
of  the  Virgin  Birth  and  Resurrection  in  the 
same  category  as  the  Ascension. 

In  that  article,  he  speaks  of  two  differ- 
ent kinds  of  "myth."  He  says  of  the  Ascen- 
sion :  "It  is  mythical  in  our  second  sense.  It 
is  deeply  true  and  conveys  metaphorically 
that  the  Christ  exalted  is  a  spiritual  reality 
and  a  potent  force."  Then  he  goes  on  to 
classify  our  understanding  of  the  Virgin 
Birth  and  Resurrection  as  mythical  in  this 
same  sense  in  that  our  understanding  of 
them  "is  possible  only  by  mythical  language 
in  our  second  sense." 

What  is  mythical  in  this  "second  sense" 
is  the  same  as  what  he  describes  in  his  latest 
book  as  "permanent  historical  imagery"  — 
which  conveys  that  which  is  "true,"  al- 
though not  true  literally,  but  only  symboli- 
cally (p.  42). 

The  Virgin  Birth  and  Resurrection  are, 
therefore,  to  be  classified  along  with  the 
Ascension  as  involving  such  "permanent 
historical  imagery";  and  although  we  are 
assured  that  there  was  "historical  actual- 


Jan.-Feb.-March 


of  he  3^aitk  and  ^ree  [Press 


Page  7 


ity,"  we  remain  separated  from  it  by  the 
imagery,  so  that  it  cannot  Kterally  be  said 
that  Christ  was  born  of  a  virgin  or  that  He 
rose  from  the  dead. 

The  Purpose  in  It 

One  might  well  ask:  For  what  reason 
do  we  have  to  make  our  way  through  a  theo- 
logical smoke-screen  in  order  to  get  at  what 
the  author  really  means?  Why  must  we 
play  a  constant  guessing-game  as  to  what 
is  "historical  actualitif  and  what  "historical 
imagery''  ?  Is  the  author  himself,  perhaps, 
so  caught  in  the  confusion  that  he  is  often 
not  at  all  certain  as  to  which  is  which  ? 

As  has  already  been  indicated,  it  is  un- 
derstandable why  it  would  not  be  expedient 
for  the  author  to  express  himself  as  clearly 
as  in  his  article  in  The  Journal  of  Bible  avd 
Religion.  He  is  evidently  trying  to  give  as 
favourable  —  as  seemingly  orthodox  —  a 
presentation  of  his  position  as  is  possible, 
tvhile  at  the  same  time  not  so  as  to  discredit 
himself  before  the  circle  of  scholarly  read- 
ers who  are  familiar  with  his  position  from 
his  previous  writing.  Also,  he  is  evidently 
trying  to  give  as  "modern"  a  presentation 
of  his  position  as  possible  so  as  to  appeal  to 
the  sophisticated  non-Christian,  tvhile  at  the 
same  time  not  so  as  to  discredit  himself  be- 
fore the  "simple"  Bible-believer  (the  aver- 
age Southern  Baptist,  that  is,  by  whom  the 
professor's  salary  mainly  is  paid) . 

In  his  article  in  The  Journal  of  Bible 
and  Religion  he  said  that  "we  should  not  be 
afraid  to  employ  the  central  symbols  in 
which  biblical  truth  is  expressed,  provided 
we  seek  to  make  them  intelligible  to  modern 
man."  That  is,  he  would  not  "reject"  the 
Virgin  Birth,  Resurrection,  and  Ascension, 
but  rather  would  present  these  doctrines  so 
as  to  make  them  "intelligible,"  or  accept- 
able, to  modern  man.  In  his  latest  book,  he 
writes  (in  acknowledging  his  agreement 
with  another  author,  G.  V.  Jones)  of  the  ne- 
cessity of  "retaining"  the  "so-called  mytho- 
logical element  in  the  New  Testament 
Christology"  —  but  "retaining  it  in  the 
knowledge  that  it  is  mythological"  (p.  47n.) . 
In  other  words,  such  concepts  as  the  Virgin 
Birth,  Resurrection,  and  Ascension  are  to  be 
presented  to  modern  man  for  his  accept- 
ance —  but  not  as  things  that  actually  hap- 


pened   but   as   "symbols,"    "myths,"  or 
"images"  of  religious  truth. 

In  his  article  in  The  Journal  of  Bible 
and  Religion  he  wrote  of  the  "very  difficult 
task  ...  of  getting  across  to  modern  man 
the  nature  of  mythical  thinking"  And  he 
continued:  "We  face  two  types  in  any  au- 
dience— those  who  want  to  take  the  Bible 
literally,  whose  educational  level  and  intel- 
lectual ability  do  not  equip  them  to  go  fur- 
ther, and  whose  simple  faith  can  be  easily 
shattered ;  and  those  whose  adultness  of 
mind  is  such  that  they  recognize  the  obso- 
leteness of  the  biblical  cosmology  and  psy- 
chology but  do  not  have  any  understanding 
of  the  true  nature  of  the  mythological  and 
who  find  the  very  mythical  framework  of  , 
the  Bible  a  stumbling  block  to  the  faith." 

And  in  his  latest  book  he  speaks  of  the 
"adultness"  of  the  modern  mind,  which 
"can  be  challenged  to  grasp  this  symbolic 
meaning"  of  the  New  Testament's  teaching  ^ 
on  Christ  (p.  47).  And  so  Dr.  Rust  would 
appeal  to  those  of  "adult"  mind  in  the  mod- 
ern world  —  those  who,  while  having 
enough  sense  to  recognize  that  the  Bible  is 
full  of  myth,  yet  do  not  recognize  the  sup- 
posedly great  "poetical"  truth  behind  these 
myths.  But,  in  doing  this  he  must  be  care- 
ful not  to  offend  the  "simple"  believer  who 
does  not  know  any  better  than  to  take  liter- 
ally the  New  Testament's  statements  that 
Christ  was  born  of  a  Virgin,  rose  from  the 
dead,  and  was  removed  from  the  disciples' 
view  by  a  cloud ;  indeed,  to  retain  his  pro- 
fessorship at  Southern  Seminary — in  these 
evil  days  of  "heresy-hunting" — he  would 
especially  need  not  offend  these  simple 
ones ! 

Because  of  trying  to  write  in  a  manner 
acceptable  to  these  two  quite-opposite 
groups,  therefore,  much  of  what  he  says  in 
his  latest  book  is  a  jumble  of  confusion. 

The  Ancient  Heresy  Revived 

Of  course,  the  modern  man  of  adult 
mind  needs  the  gospel.  But  is  he  being  given 
what  is  really  the  gospel  in  Dr.  Rust's 
"mythical"  explanation  of  the  New  Testa- 
ment ? 

There  is  nothing  essentially  new  in  this 
approach.  We  do  not  merely  mean  that 
what  Dr.  Rust  has  written  is  basically  what 
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has  become  very  common  in  certain  circles 
today,  and  has  even  been  common  for  some 
time.  What  we  mean  is  that  this  "mytho- 
logical" explanation  is  simply  the  modern 
counterpart  of  a  very  old  heresy. 

Before  the  New  Testament  period  had 
ended,  it  became  necessary  to  guard  the 
Christians  against  a  type  of  teaching  that 
denied  the  reality  of  the  great  events  of 
Christ's  life. 

How  important  was  the  actual  occur- 
rence of  these  events  is  indicated  by  what 
is  said  in  I  and  II  John  as  to  Jesus'  having 
come  ''in  the  flesh."  Here  it  is  insisted  in 
the  strongest  terms  that  Jesus  did  come  "in 
the  flesh" — that  the  Christological  events 
actually  took  place.  And  the  denial  that 
these  great  events  took  place  is  denounced 
as  the  error  of  the  "anti-Christ." 

The  concern  of  the  Johannine  Epistles 
over  Jesus'  having  come  "in  the  flesh"  was 
evidently  in  opposition  to  what  is  known  as 
"Docetism,"  which  denied  the  reality  of  the 
Christological  episode.  We  meet  with  the 
same  concern  in  the  writings  of  Ignatius 
shortly  after  the  close  of  the  first  century. 
Facing  martyrdom,  he  says  to  the  Smyrna- 
eans : 

"For  I  have  observed  that  you  are 
fixed  in  unshakable  faith,  .  .  .  convinced 
about  our  Lord  that  He  was  in  truth 
physicalhj  of  the  line  of  David,  .  .  .  truly 
born  of  a  virgin  .  .  .  ;  truly  nailed  for  us 
in  body  under  Pontius  Pilate  and 
Herod  .  .  . 

"For  he  suffered  all  these  things  for 
our  sakes,  in  order  that  we  might  be 
saved.  And  he  suffered  really,  just  as  he 
also  really  raised  himself ;  it  is  not  as 
some  unbelievers  say  that  he  suffered 
seemingly  .  .  . 

"For  I  know  and  believe  that  even 
after  the  resurrection  he  was  in  the 
flesh.  And  when  he  came  to  those  who 
were  with  Peter,  he  said  to  them,  Take 
me  and  feel  of  me,  and  see  that  I  am  no 
incorporeal  phantom/ 

"But  I  give  you  these  warnings,  dear 
friends,  though  I  know  you  agree  with 
me.  But  I  am  guarding  you  in  advance 
against  wild  beasts  in  the  shape  of  men, 
whom  you  must  not  only  refuse  to  wel- 


come but  if  possible  even  to  meet,  only 
you  must  pray  for  them.  Yet  Jesus 
Christ,  our  true  life,  has  power  to  bring 
it  about.  For  if  these  things  were  done 
by  our  Lord  only  seemingly,  I  am  only 
seemingly  in  chains.  And  why  did  I  give 
myself  up  to  death,  to  face  fire,  sword, 
and  wild  beasts?"  (from  E.  J.  Good- 
speed,  The  Apostolic  Fathers:  An 
American  Translation,  New  York: 
Harpers,  1950,  pp.  228-229)  . 

These  words  of  Ignatius  are  instructive 
especially  for  helping  us  to  understand  the 
near-contemporary  II  John.  And  in  view 
of  the  fact  that  a  percentage  of  every  Co- 
operative Program  dollar  goes  to  support 
Dr.  Rust's  "mythological"  teaching,  II  John 
is  very  timely : 

"For  many  deceivers  are  entered  into 
the  world,  who  confess  not  that  Jesus 
Christ  is  come  in  the  flesh.  This  is  a  de- 
ceiver and  an  anti-christ. 

Look  to  yourselves,  that  we  lose  not 
those  things  we  have  wrought,  but  that 
we  receive  a  full  reward. 

Whosoever  transgresseth,  and  abideth 
not  in  the  doctrine  of  Christ,  hath  not 
God.  He  that  abideth  in  the  doctrine  of 
Christ,  he  hath  both  the  Father  and  the 
Son. 

If  there  come  any  unto  you,  and  bring 
not  this  doctrine,  receive  him  not  into 
your  house,  neither  bid  him  God  speed. 

For  he  that  biddeth  him  God  speed  is 
parktaker  of  his  evil  deeds"  (II  John 
7-11). 


Although  we  had  promised  an 
article  on  Church  Autonomy  and 
the  recent  N.  C.  State  Convention 
for  this  issue,  this  article  could 
not  be  presented  because  of  the 
length  of  the  review  of  Dr..  Rust's 
book.  Our  plans  are  to  present 
such  an  article  in  our  next  issue. 


